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I
n 1994, Harpers Ferry National
Historical Park began disassembling
its primary museum, the John Bro w n
S t o ry, to make way for a new perm a-
nent exhibit dealing with John Bro w n

and his 1859 raid on Harpers Ferry. In planning
for only nine months, the new museum and its
a rtifacts would have to meet an equally tight pro-
duction/installation deadline: the museum opening
and its ribbon-cutting ceremony featuring We s t
Vi rginia Senator Robert W. Byrd and Park Serv i c e
D i rector Roger Kennedy would be the centerpiece
of the park’s Fiftieth Anniversary Celebration on
the July 4th weekend of 1994. Complicating the
fabrication would be the inclusion of a stellar art i-
fact acquired in 1992, John Bro w n ’s family Bible.
P rotecting the enormous historical, ideological,
and monetary value inherent in the Bible would
become the cardinal concern of the museum pro-

ject and the problems inherent in the display of
such an item quickly overwhelmed the pro d u c t i o n
schedule, making the Bible case the most conspic-
uous victim of the pro j e c t ’s severe deadline. The
Bible was displayed in a conventional exhibit case
for the VIP opening, but was then quickly re t u rn e d
to a storage vault in a nearby bank while work
continued on its display case. The process by
which this case was created encompassed most of
the concerns involved in the display of movable
cultural pro p e rty and proves that creativity and
logic can carry the day when money and time are
in short supply.

M a t e r i a l l y, the Bible is not an exceptional
a rtifact. It is a Holy Bible, containing the Old and
New Testament, bound in brown sheepskin, about
9 3/4" high by 6 1/2" wide and 2 1/2" thick. Over
the course of its life it has been lightly re p a i re d
with calfskin and re-backed, and it has acquire d
marbleized endpapers. What makes this Bible
e x t r a o rd i n a ry are the markings inscribed and
scribbled over its pages. “John Browns Book
Bought June 1839” is inked on the front flyleaf.
Between the Old and New Testaments are four
pages re s e rved for family re c o rds of births, deaths,
and marriages. These pages are filled with ink and
pencil entries and most of the famous members of
John Bro w n ’s family circle are mentioned. The
most poignant entry is the last, a terse re c o rd of
“Bleeding Kansas” from the abolitionist perspec-
tive: “Frederick Brown 2d was Murd e red at
Osawatomie in Kansas Aug 30th 1856 Aged 26
years.” Throughout the Bible appear pencil marks
ranging from bold “X”s and complete circling of
passages to slight, possibly accidental, jots of the
pencil. These inscriptions are personal souvenirs
of the Brown family history (virtually the only
ones in our park) and some of the delineated pas-
sages are compelling evidence for our interpre t i v e
a s s e rtion that the Brown family’s religious beliefs
and political philosophy were inseparable.

Books can be difficult objects to pre s e rv e .
The typical book is a small bundle of assort e d
o rganic materials: paper, leather, card b o a rd, glue,
ink, string. Most of these materials absorb water
and change size as they do so. This absorption
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occurs at a diff e rent rate for each material, so as
the relative humidity in the surrounding air
changes, the diff e rent materials tend to rub or to
pull away from each other. The typical book also
constitutes a smorg a s b o rd for the museum pest.
Vi rtually all harmful life-forms, from mold to lice
to foraging rats, can find something to eat in a
b o o k .

Fragile objects of great significance pre s e n t
museums with a problem. The high cultural and/or
m o n e t a ry value of an artifact usually heightens the
p re s s u re to take every feasible step to ensure its
p re s e rvation, but, paradoxically, this significance
also heightens the pre s s u re to keep the artifact on
exhibit indefinitely, so that it may be seen by as
many people as possible (a pre s s u re that is gre a t e r
still for a federal museum serving tax-payers).
P reparing the Bible for exhibition was an act of
juggling these sometimes contradictory demands of
exhibition and pre s e rv a t i o n .

An artifact of this sensitivity needs a state-
o f - t h e - a rt exhibit environment which the re c o n-
s t ructed museum buildings could not pro v i d e .
Some of the conditions of the building (its vulner-
able windows; its limited HVAC system) are
among the greatest threats to the Bible’s pre s e rv a-
tion. The challenge to Harpers Ferry Center’s
Division of Conservation, the National Capital
a re a ’s Curatorial Services Division, and our own
park staff, was to present the production team
with parameters for an exhibit case that would be
a little world unto itself, a stable micro - e n v i ro n-
ment implanted into the changeable atmosphere of
the building. For pre s e rvation purposes, the case
would have to be dark, but the Bible must still be
lit well enough to permit reading. The case atmos-
p h e re would have to be sealed, but constantly
m o n i t o red. Security concerns dictated a case
resembling a locked vault to which only a handful
could have access, yet must also be easily re m o v-
able when the inevitable floods arrive. It had to be
behind numerous doors (which must not hide the
Bible) and have its own sprinkler head (which, if
activated, must not get the Bible wet).

N u m e rous ideas were floated by NPS pro f e s-
sionals and contractors, many of them excessively
expensive and complicated. Two cases, a “day-
time” for viewing and a “night-time” for security,
w e re a component of most of the proposals, but
these involved manual or electronic handling of
the Bible, a daily risk that negated all benefits.
One proposal called for a sealed case mounted on
a hydraulic piston that in the event of flood would
lower the Bible into a water-tight crypt beneath the
basement. It became apparent early on that too
many “state-of-the-art” mechanisms were being
installed into one small exhibit case and all part i e s
w e re encouraged to find lower-tech and lower-

maintenance solutions. The set-up eventually
a g reed upon was actually a bundle of ingenious,
common-sense solutions to specific logistical pro b-
lems, rather than the expensive case/machine that
was originally envisioned.

The first step involved extending some
aspects of the micro - e n v i ronment beyond the walls
of the case itself by “alcoving” the case and mak-
ing components of the alcove’s stru c t u re pro v i d e
some of the safety features. To keep the case fro m
looking like “a-fish-tank-in-a-wall,” the alcove was
m u l t i - s u rfaced, the case-glass lowered and slanted,
and the Bible displayed low and open, all subtly
enhancing the art i f a c t ’s thre e - d i m e n s i o n a l i t y.
L u c k i l y, the Bible’s spine was sound enough to
allow for open viewing, and both the front page
and page 43 (which bears some interesting pencil
markings) can be displayed long-term without
endangering the spine. Recessing the case in an
alcove made it easier both to isolate the Bible fro m
the light in the room and to provide the case with
an independent light source. As the ink inscription
on the front endpaper was highly susceptible to
light (a conservator would say that the ink is “fugi-
tive”) a high-quality copy of the inscription was
printed on suitable paper and placed over the orig-
inal (the press-printed text of the book is quite sta-
ble and should hold up well under the curre n t
l i g h t i n g ) .

The last inscription
on this list of
Brown family
deaths calls atten-
tion to the shooting
of Frederick Brown
by pro-slavery
forces in Kansas in
1856.
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The alcove plays its most important role with
re g a rd to physical security, allowing an extension
of the security zones around the exhibit case. In
case of fire, the alcove also protects the Bible fro m
water damage from firefighters’ hoses or its own
sprinkler head. Parts of the alcove are made of
f i re - resistant materials and the graphics-covere d
exhibit panel to the viewer’s left is actually a fire -
resistant door that forms the front of a fire - re s i s-
tant box when closed, which will be kept shut
during off - h o u r s .

This fire - resistant, water-shielding capacity
of the alcove allowed for a more standard i z e d
safety-vault construction for the Bible case itself,
with the modifications of such a vault being made
for display and environmental control purposes.

B u l l e t - p roof lexan was chosen for the transpare n t
viewing face. The Bible would be lighted using
f i b re optics, which allowed for a spot of very low
intensity (only three foot-candles, comfort a b l y
below the recommended five foot-candle maxi-
mum). The fibre optic cable necessitated only a
small entry portal which would be easy to make
a i rtight around the cable. As the cable is only a
passageway for the light, the light bulbs (and the
heat they generate) could be stationed outside and
away from the case, so that the interior enviro n-
ment need not be penetrated for bulb-changing
and fixture maintenance. To keep cumulative light
absorption as low as possible, the fibre-optic sys-
tem is activated by a motion detector that lights
the Bible only when visitors are pre s e n t .

Te m p e r a t u re and humidity inside the case
a re also monitored re m o t e l y. A tiny sensor in the

interior is accessed via a small cable thre a d e d
t h rough the case wall. Bags of silica gel will be
deposited in a tray beneath the Bible. Silica gel is
a commonly used humidity-controlling substance
which most people encounter when they buy elec-
t ronic equipment: little bags of the material, in
c rystalline form, are often packed in with cameras
and computers to maintain a stable enviro n m e n t
in shipping and shelf boxes. Silica gel is a sub-
stance that has a tendency to absorb moisture to a
level to which it has been acclimatized. Its capac-
ity to remain and maintain stability is limited, but
it is very effective in a contained enviro n m e n t ,
such as a camera box or a museum exhibit case.
The stabilization point, i.e., the relative humidity
level that the gel will be acclimatized to and tend
to maintain, can be quickly set and manipulated
using a microwave oven. Given a relatively stable
t e m p e r a t u re, it is probable that gel placed in a
small sealed environment like the Bible exhibit
case will maintain its stabilization pro p e rt i e s
beyond the currently scheduled six-month gel-
changing period. While this “passive” humidity
c o n t rol system should do the trick, the case is fit-
ted with two ports (air entrance and exit) at top
and bottom, just in case an “active,” mechanical
a i r-handling system should become necessary.

At first glance, it may seem that acquiring a
valuable artifact like the John Brown Bible would
be nothing but a feather in the cap of a collecting
institution, but high-profile exhibit items also
place great responsibilities on public museums,
parks, galleries, and aquariums and zoos. Such
exhibits often bring heightened security risks, rig-
o rous conservation demands, and increased visita-
tion and traffic. Institutions must often strain their
budgets and staffs if they accept the challenge to
meet these demands and can expect bad publicity
and a loss of public trust if they do not. Wo r k i n g
with the John Brown Bible has been a bit daunting
at times for all concerned, yet being able to work
with an artifact of this significance, a book once
p o red over and prayed over by John Brown, has
also been a privilege, and the challenge bro u g h t
out the best in everyone involved. While the suc-
cess of today’s eff o rts can only be proved by years
of monitoring and testing, the Bible has cert a i n l y
had the benefit of some of the best museum prac-
tices and practitioners that the National Park
S e rvice has to off e r, all intent on pre s e rving this
paper and leather testament to the mind and spirit
of John Brown for future generations.
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _
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